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Why It Matters: A Poetry Program Exploring the Grief, Love and Sacrifice in Caring for a 
Mother with Dementia 
 
Grieve now. The woman you knew as your mother is gone,  
mind shutting down lobe by lobe,  
the summer house closed for good.  
 
My mother creeps into madness- 
And I watch. 
She’s become deaf to her world and herself 
 
A program of ever-repeating ever decreasing 
Ever-shortening subjects 
Repeating ever more incessantly 
Love breeds sufferance 
Yet I succumb to fear  
Yelling at deaf ears 
 
What Does It Matter 
that another old woman goes, 
mind first, her words 
become less lovely 
than whirs of wings at night 
in the disturbed bamboo, 
a startled rapping against leaves 
that takes the heart. 
 
 
Introduction: According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, more than 16 million 
Americans provide over 17 billion hours of unpaid care ever year for family members with the 
disease. Behind each of these 16 million is a story, one being my aunt who, after 2 months of 
retirement from her 35-year job as a gym teacher, became a full-time caretaker of her mother, my 
grandmother, who had dementia. Her retirement dreams shattered, she became a mother for her 
mother, doing everything from bathing her to singing lullabies late into the night all while 
watching her mother slip farther and farther away to the point of no recognition. Since my 
grandmother has passed away, my aunt has struggled to reconcile this time and understand why 
her care mattered, wishing she could have done more. Through the poems: 
 
In memory of her memory by Jim Natal 
The bath by Holly Hughes 
We All Fall Down by Nancy Dalberg 
Where we have come by Susan Ludvigson 
Recognition by Kate Bernidict Bennedict 
Reprieve by Paulanne Peterson 
She Falls for it over and over by Joseph Green 
Accretion by Peter Siedman 
The Alzheimers mind by Caren Krutsinger 
 
This poetry program explores this mother-daughter turned daughter-mother relationship. While 
there is a paradox of beauty and pain in the care of a mother by a daughter she no longer 
recognizes, it is a clear example of what love truly is and why my aunt’s, and those 16 million 
others’ pains is not without purpose.  
Why it Matters, a poetry program for the Caregivers 
 
 
Memory says, Guess again: 
Which hand? Then switches 
Whatever its holding. 
It scrambles my recipes, 
Teaspoon & tablespoon, 
Pinch & cup, 
 
I could have made clam chowder 
If I only had scrambled clams 
If only I had a cup 
Of something that would stay 
With its name, like flour, 
Like salt 
Days from now, the clams turn up 
Stinking in a cupboard & the milk  
Ripened overnight in the microwave  
While memory says, Guess again, 
Guess again, Which hand? 
What does it matter  
that another old woman goes 
mind first 
 
 
The tub fills inch by inch, 
as I kneel beside it, trail my fingers 
in the bright braid of water. 
Mom perches on the toilet seat, 
entranced by the ritual until she realizes the bath’s for her.  
Oh no, I couldn’t, she repeats, 
brow furrowing, that look I now  
recognize like an approaching squall. 
I abandon reason, the hygiene argument, 
promise a Hershey’s bar, if she will just, 
please, take off her clothes. Oh no, 
she repeats, her voice rising.  
Meanwhile the water is cooling. 
 
I am succumbing to fear 
Yelling at deaf ears 
What Does It Matter 
that another old woman goes, 
a startled rapping against leaves 
that takes the heart. 
 
I strip off my clothes, step into it, 
let the warm water take me 
completely, slipping down until 
only my face shines up 
Mom stays with me, interested now 
in this turn of events. I sit up. 
Will you wash my back, Mom? 
So much gone, but let this 
still be there. She bends over to dip the washcloth in the still 
warm water, squeezes it, 
lets it dribble down my back, 
leans over to rub the butter pat 
of soap, swinging each armpit, 
then rinses off the suds with long 
practiced strokes, I turn around  
to thank her, catch her smiling, 
lips pursed, humming, 
still a mother with a daughter 
whose back needs washing. 
 
 
Mother has fallen four times these past two weeks 
as if she’s drawn to the final position. 
 
but no one will grant her wish for a return 
to the earth 
Emergency room x-rays reveal 
no fractures, but when she returns, I can see 
that she’s broken.  
My mother is creeping into madness and I watch 
 
 
My nurse is a liar. She made up that story about me throwing the TV out the window. 
It was an evil spirit. It came in the middle of the night,  
My mind is as clear as it has ever been. 
You are my daughter? No you are NOT. I do not have a daughter. 
 
How tranquil it is, sitting here with my witless mother 
Who does not recognize me. 
 
The FBI has sent men to get my state secrets, and the CIA wants to recruit me. 
The joke is on them. I am helping MI6, and only MI6.  
My mind is as clear as it has ever been. 
You are my daughter? No you are NOT. I do not have a daughter. 
 
How restful it is, lying here this August day 
with my witless mother, 
this mother I prize and do not recognize. 
 
You are my daughter? No you are NOT. I do not have a daughter.  
I would know if I had a daughter, wouldn’t I? 
Memory says, guess again 
I would call the men in the white coats to take you away 
But no one ever listens to me. I have lost status since I aged. 
What Does It Matter 
 
 Through the phone a woman’s voice asks 
if I am my name, and when I answer yes, 
tells me she’ll put my mother on the line.  
A crazy lightning sheers through my pulse  
as I say my mother? not thinking of 
little miracles, windows of clarity- 
surely not that unheard of- 
But quickly: 
her stumbled apology.  
she got mixed up, actually 
she was placing a call for my mother’s roommate  
and grabbed the wrong name and number  
oh dear, she can see how the call would be a shock 
and she’s sorry, but my mother  
is fine, doing just fine. 
 
Hanging up,  
I’m stunned, wishing I’d heard my mother- 
her voice slow and faltering, 
Ever repeating, ever decreasing, ever shortening subjects 
speak to me one more time. 
 
 
So distracted, so tangled with the humdrum- 
the morning brushing of teeth,  
I remember now 
how the ringing phone annoyed me. 
 
Your mother’s heart failed, 
The doctor said, 
Completely. 
 
Mother, you finally ran fast enough 
to catch your fleeing memory When  
you tasted your last Earth air 
at 7 A.M., the hour you gave me life. 
 
The body 
you leave behind is of no use anymore, 
like the telephone pole clothed in greenery where 
crows perched, dignified and silent for once. 
 
 
You chose a good day to die, 
windy as the old days in Chicago and clear, 
I had to enter the hospital to deal with the details of  
death, 
I signed papers, made phone calls and arrangements, 
spoke silent words to the ceiling before they took you away, 
then walked back out through the automatic doors, into 
what might as well have been the other side of the universe. 
 
What Did It all Matter 
 
 
Two weeks before she left us, 
I manicured her fingernails, kneeled to bathe 
 
her blue-veined feet, hacked at tough nails that belied 
fragility; then toweled and powdered her toes 
while she sat, and dozing answered, “Yes, that does 
feel nice.”  
 
On the floor I stroked her swollen feet 
and wept over years thickened with memory. 
 
She was moving toward 
peace- the first time 
as her brain knotted  
its fine yarns. 
How could it be? 
That at the same time 
that something released, 
something like god 
entered her. Her laugh 
was girlish, full 
of delight.  
So, this image remains: myself at fifty-five 
 
trying to show my mother how love is felt 
through the flesh; as if by caressing her feet 
I could demonstrate the way to love a child.  
 
Grieve now. The woman you knew as your mother is gone,  
 
her Death is still  
a stranger, but 
he carries lilacs. 
